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Arguments for ‘Equality of Educational Opportunity’ and
New Research Perspectives for International Education

OKADA Akito

This article will discuss some of the meanings and associations connected to the idea of
equality of opportunity applied to the educational policies in recent Japan, particularly from the
1980s to the new millennium and suggest possibilities of new research perspectives for
international education.

Much of the early research and debate in the sociology of education, and the educational
policy derived from it, was constructed around ideas of equality within education and of equality
of opportunity in particular. Equality within education is a broad concept that has been used in
many ways, but it is essentially concerned with the equal distribution of goods and people within
the education system. Thus, concern was given to differences in educational expenditure
between schools; to variations in more intangible aspects such as teacher expectations of students
or school culture; and to the differences in the input and output characteristics of schools in
terms of examinations results.

Recently, there had been concerns that equality of educational opportunity has been lost and
that this is leading to the stratification of Japanese society through the widening of income
differentials, in a ‘gap society’. In such a disparity society, secure full-time jobs are increasingly
becoming limited to those who graduate from prestigious universities, and entry into those
institutions is becoming connected more clearly with family income and investments. Parental
attitudes towards their children taking extra lessons after school, going to cram schools, getting
into university, and getting into a relatively high-ranking university have influenced educational
costs.

Some critics have argued that the education reforms of the 1990s, designed to give students
more free time to explore their own interests, worked to accelerate these gaps. Because
educational success was visibly related to family background, the reforms led to the development
of children who could no longer see the point of working hard in school, who then dropped out of
the system altogether or became disruptive within it.

This article attempts to analyze equal opportunity in Japan’s recent education reform. It looks
at: the educational policies formed to create equal opportunity; the various interpretations of how
major political parties and academics feel about the current changes in the schools system; and to
analyze how these various arguments formed over the time. It also examines new disputes

concerning equality of educational opportunity and analyzes criticisms of educational inequalities.





